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As Ecuadoran President Sixto Duran Ballen begins his third year in office, he faces unprecedented
public disapproval ratings. The president's record-low popularity has in turn bolstered opposition
parties, which have banded together in Congress for the first time to jointly block the executive's
legislative initiatives. Thus, in an effort to regain some public support and boost his bargaining
power in the legislature, Duran Ballen has convoked a referendum for Aug. 28, which in essence
calls on the electorate to approve a government plan to carry out a broad reform of the Constitution
in early 1995.
Since he took office in August 1992, Duran Ballen has seen his popularity plummet. Immediately
after his election, the president enjoyed broad public support, with 74% of the electorate expressing
approval of Duran, and only 20% expressing disapproval. By the end of 1993, however, his approval
rating had completely inverted, with the number of people that expressed support for the president
dropping to just 20%, and those expressing disapproval jumping to 75%. And, since the end of 1993,
Duran's popularity has slid even more. The latest figures, published on Aug. 7 by the private firm
Informe Confidencial, show an approval rating of only 16%, with 81% disapproval.
The president's record-low level of support among the electorate has virtually crippled the
executive's ability to build consensus for its policies. Indeed, the government now faces an
uphill battle on nearly every legislative initiative, since opposition parties have capitalized on
the president's low rating among the electorate to adopt a rigid stance against the government
in Congress. The president's inability to pass legislation is compounded by the government's
sharp loss of seats in Congress during parliamentary elections last May. In those elections, progovernment parties lost all but 10 of the 37 seats they previously held in Congress.
At the beginning of August, however, the impasse in Congress grew much worse, since opposition
parties formally joined forces for the first time in an effort to block executive initiatives. On Aug. 8,
the rightist Partido Social Cristiano (PSC) and the populist Partido Roldosista Ecuatoriano (PRE)
agreed to temporarily discard the rivalry that has traditionally separated their parties and act as
a single voting bloc. The PSC has 26 seats in the 77-seat Congress, while the PRE has 11. They
are counting on the support of the "G-6" a group of six legislators from four different minority
populist parties to form a majority in the legislature. As a result, most political analysts say the
new opposition-dominated Congress could jeopardize Duran Ballen's planned economic reforms,
especially the executive's efforts to privatize public companies and open the domestic economy to
foreign competition and investment.
The opposition parties claim that the new pact reflects agreement among them to put aside their
differences for the good of the public, in order to put the brakes on Duran Ballen's unpopular
economic policies and force the government to place more emphasis on social development
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programs. "It is only a temporary pact at the parliamentary level among what were until now
irreconcilable political rivals," said Heinz Moeller, PSC leader who was elected president of the
Congress. "It represents a civic parenthesis for the good of the public." Nevertheless, the Duran
administration says the pact reflects political opportunism, since the parties that joined together
have always been arch-rivals. "It's like combining oil and water," said Minister of the Presidency
Carlos Larreategui. "It demonstrates the lack of political principles and ethics in this country."
Indeed, notwithstanding the stated effort to block unpopular government initiatives, the pact may
also reflect closed-door maneuvers by some of the parties involved to protect their members from
damaging political scandals. According to press reports, for example, the pact includes giving the
presidency of the Supreme Court to the PRE, a move that appears aimed at blocking an eventual
ruling by the courts against Elsa Bucaram, former mayor of the city of Guayaquil who is also the
sister of PRE leader Abdala Bucaram. Elsa Bucaram recently fled the country to avoid judicial
prosecution on charges of mismanagement of municipal funds.
Faced with the impasse in Congress, President Duran is now fighting to win back some popularity
among the electorate to boost his ability to negotiate in Congress and salvage his economic program.
On the one hand, the government has initiated a broad publicity campaign that emphasizes the
successes of his administration. On his second anniversary in office, for example, Duran Ballen
delivered a special address to Congress in which he stressed the government's success in controlling
inflation and reopening foreign credit lines for Ecuador. On the other hand, the government has
convoked a referendum for Aug. 28 aimed at galvanizing public support for proposed reforms to the
country's Constitution, while simultaneously rejuvenating the executive's political standing among
the electorate.
The central point in the referendum is authorization for Congress to dedicate 100 days in early
1995 to make an array of changes to the present Magna Carta, which was written in 1978, before
the 1979 return to formal democracy after a decade of military rule. In addition to approval to
rewrite the Constitution, the referendum will also ask voters to respond to five other questions:
whether Ecuadorans who have no political-party affiliation should be eligible for election to public
office; whether congressional deputies should continue to administer public funds and approve
the national budget; whether a change should be made to allow elected officials, including the
president, to be reelected for a consecutive second term; whether congressional deputies should
be elected in the first or second round of presidential elections; and whether Ecuadorans should be
allowed to hold dual citizenship.
According to Duran Ballen, if the electorate approves the proposal to reform the Magna Carta
next year, it would pave the way for a series of constitutional amendments that would reinforce
autonomy among the different branches of government. Duran says the reforms would specifically
be aimed at "depoliticizing" and guaranteeing the independence of the judiciary, as well as the
Constitutional Guarantees Tribunal (Tribunal de Garantias Constitucionales) and the Supreme
Electoral Tribunal (Tribunal Supremo Electoral, TSE). The reforms would also draw up plans to
decentralize public administration around the country, giving greater decision- making powers to
municipal governments; reorganize the social security system; clearly define labor and union rights;
and implement new mechanisms to safeguard civil liberties contained in the Constitution.
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Nevertheless, although the government clearly hopes its proposed constitutional reforms will spur
new-found backing for the executive, the referendum is unlikely to significantly alter the Duran
administration's approval ratings. More than six million voters are registered to participate. But
a poll taken on Aug. 23 by the private polling firm Cedatos showed that 72% of voters are either
confused about the points in the referendum, or are undecided on how to vote. In addition, 23%
indicated they would annul their ballot, and only 5% said they knew how they would vote.
"Never before in Ecuadoran elections have we had such a high degree of indecision," said Angel
Polibio Cordova, director of Cedatos. "That reflects not only that the citizens still have not decided
how to answer the referendum questions, but also their confusion on the issues." Cordova also said
the referendum ballot was complicated and difficult to understand, especially given that 12% of
Ecuadorans are illiterate and another 51% have only a grade school education.
Meanwhile, the opposition parties and other organizations have attempted to undermine the
government's efforts, claiming that it is a waste of time since Congress can and will consider the
proposed reforms regardless of the outcome at the polls. In addition, labor unions and indigenous
organizations supported by some political parties are submitting an independent proposal for
constitutional changes to Congress for review by a special government committee that is now
drawing up the proposed changes to the Magna Carta.
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